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Relations between the government of Venezuelan President Hugo Chavez and the administration
of US President George W. Bush were seriously strained when Chavez lamented civilian casualties
caused by US bombing in Afghanistan. Although the Bush administration is re-evaluating its policy
toward Venezuela, that country's role as a major supplier of oil to the US makes a break in relations
unlikely.
Since taking office in 1999, Chavez has shaped Venezuela's foreign policy on the concept that no
single nation should dominate international politics. He has maintained close relations with Cuba
and visited oil-producing countries and OPEC partners, including Libya and Iraq, that the US says
harbor terrorists. Other issues on which Venezuela and the US have disagreed include the USbacked multibillion-dollar Plan Colombia and Venezuela's refusal to allow US military planes to
overfly its territory on anti-drug missions.
Venezuelan officials insist the president's foreign policy is not anti-American, but rather
independent. However, President Bush's statement following the Sept. 11 attacks on New York and
Washington, DC, that countries are either "with us or against us" make independence more risky.
Chavez laments civilian casualties of war on terrorism Chavez strongly condemned the Sept. 11
attacks, saying, "It was a tragedy not only for the United States, but for the whole world." He added,
"We condemn in the most energetic manner these events that so moved us." Chavez also pledged
to cooperate in the anti-terrorism effort by supplying the US with a steady flow of oil and sharing
intelligence.
On Oct. 29, in a television address following a three-week international trip, Chavez held up
photographs of women and children purportedly killed or wounded in the US bombing campaign in
Afghanistan. "We must find solutions for the problem of terrorism," said Chavez. "We must find the
terrorists....But not like this....Look at these children. These children were alive yesterday. They were
eating with their parents and a bomb fell on them." While repeating the condemnation of the attacks
and the support for the international fight against terrorism, Chavez said the struggle should focus
on poverty and social discontent that fuel terrorism. "This has no justification, just as the attacks in
New York [had no justification] either." In Washington, State Department spokesman Philip Reeker
called Chavez's remarks "totally inappropriate."
On Oct. 30, the State Department summoned Venezuela's ambassador to the US, Ignacio Arcaya,
for explanations, while the Venezuelan Foreign Ministry did the same with US Ambassador to
Venezuela Donna Hrinak in Caracas.
On Nov. 1, the State Department reported that the Bush administration had called Hrinak to
Washington for consultations "to discuss the current state of our bilateral relationship with
Venezuela." Administration officials said Chavez's remarks contradicted Venezuela's position in
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the UN and in the Organization of American States (OAS), which expressed support for the military
campaign. Chavez said he supported "the fight against terrorism, and no one should doubt that."
But, he added, "we have also said from the start that you cannot respond to terror with more terror."

Chavez moves to clarify position
Meanwhile, Venezuelan Foreign Minister Luis Alfonso Davila said Venezuela's "humanitarian"
stance should not offend the US. Venezuela insists it can both endorse the fight against terrorism
and criticize US conduct. "To call for an end to the war, to advocate causes, to call attention to the
need in this case to see that innocents don't keep dying, I believe these are not reasons for irritating
anyone," Davila said. "We reiterate our position of friendship and cooperation with the US," said
Davila. But "we cannot nor should we remain silent about our deep and growing concern at the
death and pain that the war is causing to innocent people."
In his four-hour radio broadcast on Nov. 3, Chavez said he regretted that the Bush administration
had interpreted his words differently from the way they were intended. He said that they were
"an expression of pain and a call for reflection." "If the US interpreted what I said as comparing
the deaths in New York and Washington with those in Afghanistan, that was never my intention,"
said Chavez. "I'm telling the US government...relations with the US are very important for
Venezuela...and we don't have the slightest intention of damaging them." The damage had already
been done, however.
"The world has changed a lot since Sept. 11, and Chavez has less maneuverability to say what he
wants," said Elsa Cardoso, head of international relations graduate studies at the Universidad
Central in Venezuela. US examining relations with Chavez On Nov. 5, Davila said the "diplomatic
friction" was resolved. He said Chavez's remarks in his radio program had made Venezuela's
position "sufficiently clear," and he called for the quick return of Ambassador Hrinak. Hrinak
returned to Caracas Nov. 7. So far, trade relations between the two countries remain smooth.
Venezuela sends about 1.5 million barrels of oil to the US each day, about 58% of its exports. It is the
third-largest supplier of crude to the US, after Saudi Arabia and Mexico, and US oil companies have
major investments in the country.
Meanwhile, senior State Department, Pentagon, and National Security Council officials held two
days of discussions Nov. 4-5 aimed at redefining how the US relates to Chavez. The attacks on the
US have reduced US tolerance for Chavez's rhetoric, said Michael Shifter of the Inter-American
Dialogue, a Washington policy institute. "They want to send a message that what he says matters."
Other observers of US-Venezuela relations, however, say the oil link between the two nations may
limit the fallout from the latest incident to strong words. "Neither side has much room to maneuver.
Chavez needs every dollar he gets from the United States. And we need all the crude we can get,"
said Mark Falcoff of the conservative American Enterprise Institute in Washington.
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